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This conference volume is the result of an interdisciplinary gender studies symposium on “Representations, Constructions, Interventions” hosted by the Graduiertenkolleg “Public Spheres and Gender Relations. Dimensions of Experience”. This special doctoral programme was initiated by the Cornelia Goethe Centre, Frankfurt in cooperation with IAG Women's and Gender Studies of the University of Kassel and is supported by the German Research Foundation (DFG). As a member of the interdisciplinary PhD programme “Marie Curie Gender Graduates”, a training programme in Gender and Women Studies offered by a network of seven European Universities and funded by the European Union, this project unites young researchers of various disciplines from all over Europe. The large majority of contributions to the volume were written by associates of the Graduiertenkolleg and they provide an interesting insight into the breadth of the ongoing research projects.  The introduction and most of the papers are in German but the volume also contains some articles in English and is therefore at least in parts accessible for a wider international audience. 
As Isabelle Stauffer and Fabienne Imlinger outline in their introduction, this volume addresses issues of representation in the context of gender. The editors rightly regard representation as a central interdisciplinary category for gender studies and they highlight the way in which research on questions of political participation interacts with issues of gendered representation in cultural imagination(s). It is their aim to address both the aesthetical and the political meaning of the term by looking simultaneously at the public representations of certain views or interests by particular groups or institutions and at the act of representation as a means of depiction and reproduction in a philosophical and aesthetical sense. Both dimensions of the term are characterised by processes of exclusion which limit women’s participation in the public sphere and reduce them to passive pictures of representations whilst restricting their own active production of representations and their presence as represented subjects. 
The editors are not unaware of the substantial deconstructivist criticism directed against the term “representation” in recent years. Prominently voiced by Judith Butler – who surprisingly remains unmentioned by Stauffer/Imlinger but is repeatedly referred to in several of the book’s articles – this critical position perceives representation as an unrealistically static concept and replaces it by the more dynamic term “performance”. Despite this influential critique Stauffer/Imlinger argue in favour of upholding the term “representation”. Referring to the conceptual framework of Antke Engel as the basis of their own approach, the editors attempt a queer/feminist re-signification of representation which opens up a space for intervention. Stauffer/Imlinger contend that queer/feminist interventions into the mechanisms of exclusion and stereotyping that shape representation can serve to change concepts of identity. These queer/feminist interventions thereby make visible the hegemonial representations of sex and gender as constructs and re-evaluate or alter them by illuminating the material conditions that these representations are based on and the interaction that takes place between them. Based on this concept the editors regard this volume as a queer/feminist intervention into the politics of representation.  
Stauffer/Imlinger identify six interdisciplinary areas for the study and analysis of representation and group the volume’s papers accordingly. The section “Aesthetic Representations: Seeing and Being Seen” contains papers from the area of literary studies which mainly focus on the visual component of representation and the semiotics of gender representation in pre-modern and in 19th century texts. The next group of papers “Representations through Translation: Transferability or Disappearance” identifies the concept of cultural translation as a new strategy for intervention. Questions of transformation, alterity and difference are addressed in contributions from the fields of history, politics and transcultural studies with particular reference to the theories of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Homi K. Bhabha. In “Representation as Current Practice: Pop Culture and Politics” the position of queer/feminist festivals and magazines in the context of pop culture, their ability to subvert the cultural mainstream and their function as a counterpublic or “intervention public” are explored. “Representations in Political and Legal Discourses: Recognition and Participation” is one of the volume’s larger sections and contains a variety of papers from the disciplines of philosophy, politics, sociology and law, focusing amongst other issues on sexual representations in legal discourses and reflecting on the feasibility of abolishing sex as a legal category. The next section “Social Representations: Between Conventions and Variations” looks at the diverse issues of sexual violence, eating disorders, time structure in the work place and the impact of social representations of the human body in different situational contexts.  The body as physical and semiotic entity is also the focus of the final group of papers “Representations of the Body: Between Discourse and Materiality” which rounds off the volume with contributions on the social construction of bodies, the relationship of language and matter and the materialisation of sexual norms. Drawing on the works of scholars such as Judith Butler and Donna Haraway questions of how language and body intertwine are addressed.
It is regrettable that most of the papers – particularly the contributions from within the doctoral programme – seem to simply reiterate the connection between representation and intervention outlined and called for in the introduction without actually developing these thoughts further and only occasionally (mainly in sections 3 and 4) offering concrete examples of the way this process of intervention can be socially realised. However, this is a criticism typically directed at conference volumes and it is difficult for any editor to avoid these pitfalls – whereas careful proof-reading to eliminate embarrassing typos such as “bride” instead of “bridge” (p. 159) should be considered indispensible.






© 2009, C. Gremler

